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Aeronautical Flight Research, Test Pilot, Research Test Pilot, Experimental Test Pilot

As a general rule, Research Pilots are experienced Pilots and Aeronautical Engineers with an excellent mechanical 
knowledge of aircraft. Their fl ying and engineering skills are used in a broad range of projects from the development 
of new aircraft (“X” planes) to the writing of regulations and aircraft specifi cations that govern the operations and 
design of all aircraft. They combine knowledge from years of varied fl ight experiences with their insight into human-
cockpit interactions and aeronautical engineering to help researchers and aircraft designers  develop safe and effi cient 
aircraft. In fl ight, the research pilot performs precise maneuvers and makes careful observations of how the aircraft 
reacts. The pilot also observes the pilot’s ability to interact with the machine. For each hour in the air, the research 
pilot spends many more hours on the ground assessing the aircraft’s performance and drafting detailed reports. Some 
of this ground time is spent in fl ight simulators testing everything from software programs to new cockpit controls. The 
Research Pilot must routinely confer with a team of researchers and relay important information that can be critical 
to the success of a new design. Once a project is completed, the test pilot will participate in drafting technical papers 
presented to government agencies, private industry, and aeronautical engineers. 

• Can you think clearly and make good descisions when 
under stress?

• Are you detail-oriented and capable of following a 
step-by-step procedure completely?

• Do you enjoy taking things apart and putting them 
back together to fi gure out how they work?

• Do you like to take risks by trying out new sports 
or recreational activities while remembering safety 
fi rst?

• When you drive different types of vehicles do you 
take note of how each one handles?

• Mathematics (algebra, geometry, trigonometry, 
calculus) 

• Physics 
• Aeronautics (the science of fl ight)
• Technical drawing 
• Auto shop/basic mechanics 
• Computer science 
• English composition 

Private to commercial pilot’s license with instrument 
rating preference given to military fl ight training is 
required. Intense training in a variety of aircraft over 
an extended period of time and a bachelor’s degree 
through Ph.D. in Aeronautics, Aeronautical Engineering 
or Mechanical Engineering is necessary. Graduate from a 
military or civilian test pilot course is also helpful. 

• Flying skills that can easily and quickly adapt to all 
types of aircraft and fl ight scenarios 

• Aeronautics 
• Structure and function as it relates to aircraft design 

and performance 
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Additional Resources: What can I do right now?

• AHS International 
(The Vertical Flight Society)
http://www.vtol.org/

• American Institute of Aeronautics and Astronautics 
http://www.aiaa.org/

• Earth to Orbit: Engineering Design Challenges
http://eto.nasa.gov/

• Graduate Student Researchers Program
http://spacelink.nasa.gov/Instructional.Materials/NASA.Educa
tional.Products/Graduate.Student.Researchers.Program.Brochur
e/.index.htmlt

• MATHCOUNTS Competition
http://mathcounts.org/

• Minority University Research and 
Education Programs
http://mured.nasaprs.com/

• NASA Ames Reserach Center-Aeronautics
http://www.arc.nasa.gov/aeronautics.html

• NASA Cooperative Education Program for 
college students
http://spacelink.nasa.gov/Educational.Services/
NASA.Education.Programs/Student.Support/NASA.Cooperative
.Education.Program/.index.html

• NASA Dryden Flight Research Center
http://www.dfrc.nasa.gov/

• NASA Jobs
http://nasajobs.nasa.gov/

• NASA SHARP Internship Program for high-schoolers
http://www.mtsibase.com/sharp/

• NASA Student Employment
http://nasajobs.nasa.gov/stud_opps/employment/index.htm

• NASA Student Involvement Program 
student contests
http://www.nsip.net/index.cfm

• Read the magazine Aviation Week and Space Technology.

• Attend a camp session of Space Camp or Aviation Challenge.

• Take a ground school course.

• Visit an aviation museum and take in the different 
types of aircraft.

• Start designing your own paper airplane models to 
see which ones fl y the farthest, the longest, the 
highest, etc.

• Learn to fl y model aircraft.

• Join an organization like Civil Air Patrol (CAP).

• Take a fl ight in as many different types of aircraft 
as possible to see how you like it.

• Participate in a NASA Quest Web cast or chat, 
and pose questions to the research pilots featured 
there. http://quest.nasa.gov/

• Attend the annual symposium of the Society of 
Experimental Test Pilots to get an idea of who has 
gone before you, what kind of people they are, and 
what kind of work they do.

Please take a moment to evaluate this product at:
http://ehb2.gsfc.nasa.gov/edcats/educational_topic

Your evaluation and suggestions are vital to con tin u al ly improving NASA educational materials. 
Thank you.

• Revolutionary Vehicle Concepts and Systems 
student competition
http://avst.larc.nasa.gov/competitions.html

• Society of Experimental Test Pilots
http://www.netport.com/setp/

• Tech-Interns.com
http://www.tech-interns.com/


